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Democrats in a Daze 
Over Gingrich’s Sway 

GOP Maintains Discipline to Advance ‘Contract’ 


By Kevin Merida 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

First Democrats said Newt Gin- 
grich had the power of levitation — 
able to make House Republicans rise 
and clap on cue. Then they said he 
was the out-of-sight speaker, cutting 
back-room deals with lobbyists to 
help drive his agenda. Now, they are 
calling him the greatest showman on 
Earth, manipulating GOP lawmakers 
as though they were acts in a circus. 

“Like India rubber men,” quipped 
Rep. Barney Frank (D-Mass.), “you 
can twist them and bend them into 
any shape.” 

This, of course, is not flattery. It 
is scornful frustration at watching 
Gingrich and Co. maintain loyalty 
from their troops in the first 100 
days of this Congress and head home 
after passing nine of 10 items in the 
GOP’s “Contract With America.” On 
16 major votes on contract provi- 
sions, an average of 97 percent of 
the Republican lawmakers stuck 
with the '94 campaign script. That’s 
better than the unity exhibited by ei- 
ther party in the 103rd Congress. 

“He does hold great sway over the 
[GOP] conference,” said Rep. Mi- 
chael N. Castle (R-Del.) of Gingrich. 
“But it’s a very legitimate power he 
has — through organization, through 
intellect, through charisma.” 

So great was this power, appar- 
ently, that Castle was willing to sup- 
port the final version of the welfare 
reform bill even though he had prob- 
lems with giving cash payments to 
the states with few strings attached 
and worried that the safety net 
would no longer be there for the 
poor in times of economic crisis. 

Other Republican lawmakers also 
supported measures in the contract 
they were not entirely happy with. 
For instance, House International 
Relations Committee Chairman Ben- 
jamin A. Gilman (R-N.Y.), a longtime 
supporter of public employees, re- 
luctantly voted for a $189 billion tax- 
cut package that would require fed- 



eral workers to pay a greater share 
of their salary toward their retire- 
ment. Many who swallowed this kind 
of untasty medicine were comforted 
in knowing that some House meas- 
ures were certain to be modified in 
the Senate. 

On welfare reform, for example, 
Castle said: “I’m pleased it will be 
looked at again.” 


Still, on final House passage only 
five of 230 GOP lawmakers voted 
against welfare reform, only four 
against defense cuts and changes in 
U.S. military policy, two against 
amending the Constitution to re- 
quire a balanced budget and none 
against unfunded mandates legisla- 
tion. There was more Republican 
angst on a bill expanding protection 
of property rights: 23 GOP defec- 
tions. And the biggest break in ranks 
was on term limits, which required a 
two-thirds majority to be approved 
and fell 61 votes short. Forty Repub- 
licans voted no on the version that 
attracted the broadest support. 

Though the loyalty was strong, 
maintaining discipline was not easy. 

“We had to learn to manage,” said 
Republican Conference Chairman 
John A. Boehner (Ohio), “but we 
didn’t have to bruise anybody up. We 
didn t have to break any arms.” 
Boehner acknowledges that main- 
taining loyalty on legislation will 
probably be more difficult in the 
succeeding months,” without the 
contract as a guidepost. In the next 
month, he said, GOP leaders will be 
working on improving the decision- 
making process so that some law- 
makers, including committee chair- 
men, don’t feel like they’re “out of 
the loop.” 

At times during the first 100 days 
communication was poor and feel- 
ings were wounded. In some in- 
stances, Republican leaders had to 
hastily cobble together accommoda- 
tions to head off mutiny and stay on 
course. That happened when moder- 
ates threatened to kill a $17 billion 
spending cut plan— not part of the 
contract — if it contained an anti- 
abortion amendment. The amend- 
ment was stripped. 

To a lesser degree. Republican 
leaders made a concession — largely 
window dressing— to moderates like 
Castle who wanted a tax-cut bill tied 
to deficit reduction. However, when 
a larger group of 106 moderates 
wanted a $500-per-child tax credit 
limited to families with incomes of 
no more than $95,000, they were 
rebuffed. No amendment with their 
proposal was allowed. And the bill, 
with its original cap of $200,000 on 
family income, passed overwhelm- 
ingly Wednesday with only 11 Re- 
publican defections. 

Not even the ringleaders of the al- 
ternative tax-credit proposal. Rep. 


Greg Ganske (R-Iowa) and Agricul- 
ture Committee Chairman Pat Rob- 
erts (R-Kan.), felt strongly enough 
about their concerns to vote against 
the tax-cut package. Ganske said he 
did not feel opposition to the income 
cap should “make or break the whole 
package.” 

Rep. Christopher Shays (R- 
Conn.), who thought the handling of 
the tax-cut package by the leader- 
ship was “dumb,” voted for it none- 
theless. “I wasn’t going to have my 
vote end up making the first 100 
days look like we’re in disarray, 
when we’re not in disarray.’ 

Such caving, especially by moder- 
ate Republicans, engendered ridicule 
by Democrats — whose own ranks 
were hardly unified. According to 
one Republican estimate, the con- 
tract’s provisions passed with an 
average of 100 Democrats in sup- 
port. 

Still, as one House Democratic 
aide wondered: How does someone 
like Rep. Constance A. Morelia (R- 
Md.) vote for a mid-year spending- 
reduction plan that cuts student aid, 
cuts funding for housing people with 
AIDS, cuts utility bill assistance for 
low-income people and summer jobs 
for youth? ‘It’s not consistent with 
her beliefs and her philosophy and 
her record,” said the aide. 

But Morelia, who voted against 
four of 10 contract proposals includ- 
ing the tax-cut package, doesn’t 
apologize. “Cm still a social moder- 
ate, please note that,” she said. Of 
the recision package, which was not 
part of the contract, Morelia said 
she wished she “could change what 
was in it, but added that sometimes 
“you have to make some decisions 
you don’t like.” 

Staff researcher Ann O’Hanlon 
contributed to this report. 


